ISLAMIC HISTORY AND CIVILIZATION. STUDIES AND TEXTS

Teachers and Students

Reflections on Learning
in Near and Middle Eastern Cultures

COLLECTED STUDIES IN HONOUR OF SEBASTIAN GUNTHER

EDITED BY
DOROTHEE PIELOW, JANA NEWIGER,

AND YASSIR EL JAMOUHI

BRILL



Teachers and Students

Reflections on Learning in
Near and Middle Eastern Cultures

Collected Studies in Honour of Sebastian Giinther

Edited by

Dorothee Pielow
Jana Newiger
Yassir El Jamouhi

<

5y

BRILL

LEIDEN | BOSTON

For use by the Author only | © 2024 The Author(s)



Contents

Acknowledgments  XIII

Mlustrations XV

Abbreviations  xVI

Notes on Contributors  xvIII

Notes on Transliteration and Style xxvI
Tabula Gratulatoria XXIX

Prologue: Zum Geleit 1

Words of Greeting

A Journey Together: Brill's Islamic History and Civilization Series and
Sebastian Glinther 1
Wadad Kadi

Inescapably, Time Flies: An Appreciation of Sebastian Giinther 22
Jane McAuliffe

Ein Blick auf das Vergangene und das Kiinftige 25
Tilman Nagel

Studying Islamic Education: A Joint Venture Between East and
West 26
Ali Shaban

Arabic and Islamic Studies in the European Context 28
The Executive Committee of the Union Européenne des Arabisants et
Islamisants
Arabistische Studien publiziert: Ein GrufSwort des Olms-Verlages,
Hildesheim 29
W. Georg Olms

Sebastian Giinther’s List of Publications 30

For use by the Author only | © 2024 The Author(s)



VIII CONTENTS

PART 1
Teachers and Students in Conversation

1 Tiirkge tekelliimat: Ein Lehrer-Schiiler-Gesprich aus dem 12./17.
Jahrhundert 43
Manfred Fleischhammer

2 Waliba b. al-Hubab und Halaf al-Ahmar: Die beiden wichtigsten Lehrer
des Dichters Aba Nuwas 49
Gregor Schoeler

PART 2
Good and Bad Teachers

3 Lehrer des Glaubens in der Alten Kirche: Jesus Christus und sein
Bodenpersonal 101
Peter Gemeinhardt

4  Vom weisen Gotteskind iiber den heimatlosen Dichter und verfolgten
Propheten zum himmlischen Schriftausleger: Jesus als Lehrer im
Lukasevangelium 124

Reinhard Feldmeier

5  Wie ein Lehrer nicht sein sollte: Bilder und Beispiele schlechter Lehrer
im Werk Lukians von Samosata 141
Heinz-Giinther Nesselrath

PART 3
Philosophers as Teachers

6 “Plato Is My Friend, but a Greater Friend Is Truth”: The Discordant
Reception of an Aristotelian Maxim in Islam 161
Lutz Richter-Bernburg

7  Philosophy and Law in the Context of al-Farabi’s Epistemology and

Theory of Communication 176
Hans Daiber

For use by the Author only | © 2024 The Author(s)



CONTENTS IX

PART 4
Teaching Strategies and the Curriculum

8  Astrologische Elektionen fiir den Studienbeginn aus den Ihtiyarat von
at-TakrIti 201
Fabian Kds

9  Using Visual Didactics to Teach Quranic Arabic in a Multilingual
Context: ‘Abd al-Basit al-Malatl's al-Zahr al-maqtaf fi makharij
al-huriaf 226

Christian Mauder

10 Al-Najasht's Course of Study: Insights into Shi‘i Imami Learning at the
Turn of the s5th/uith Century 253
Ali Rida K. Rizek

PART 5
Textbooks for Religious and Non-Religious Edification

11 Das Lehrbuch zur Andachtspraxis: Eine neue Handschrift von al-Gaziilis
Dal@il al-Hairat 289
Jens Scheiner

12 Ein Lehrbuch fiir Alexander: Zum Sitz im Leben der Handschrift Gotha
Ms. orient. A1161 316
Ute Pietruschka

13 “We Have Become the Laughing Stock of All Reasonable People”: On a
Little-Studied Tract by al-Dhahabi on the State of Knowledge 340
Camilla Adang

PART 6
Narration and Enlightenment in the Quran
14 Politisches Lehren durch koranisches Erzihlen: Salomo zwischen

Ahasveros und Herakleios 373
Angelika Neuwirth

For use by the Author only | © 2024 The Author(s)



X CONTENTS

15 Joseph’s Dream and the Day of the Covenant: Poetics of Quranic
Pedagogy in Sura Yasuf 403
Todd Lawson

16  The Poetics of the Body and the Soul: Remembering Mary’s Journey as
an Educational Device in the Quran 441
Hosn Abboud

PART 7
Places of Knowledge Transfer and Learning

17  Shaykh al-Amud in Nishapur: al-Hakim al-Jishumi’s Lessons in the
Jishum Mosque 463
Abdulrahman al-Salimi

18 Learning and Teaching in Secret: The Knowledge Transfer of the
Moriscos in Spain 487
Monika Winet

19 The Institutional Restructuring of Shi‘i Higher Learning: The Hawza of
Qom under the Leadership of Ayatollahs Ha’ir1 Yazdi and Husayn
Burdjirdi 522

Maryam Moazzen

20 As-Samh oder al-Masih? Zur Frage einer christlichen Gemeinde in
Tahart im 3./9. Jahrhundert 559
Werner Schwartz

PART 8
Human Development and Character Formation

21 Gott als der ,erste Lehrer” der Menschheit: Gottliche Unterweisung und
menschliche Autoritit im Koran 583
Mahmoud Haggag

22 On Learning and the Character of Knowledge in Ibn Tufayl’s Hayy b.

Yagzan 602
Mustafa Banister

For use by the Author only | © 2024 The Author(s)



CONTENTS

23

24

XI
Teaching Royal Companionship: Advice on the Ruler’s Companions in
Mirrors for Princes 626

Enrico Boccaccini
Emotionen begreifen: Al-Gahiz iiber Neider und Beneidete 648

Lale Behzadi

PART 9

Teaching through Arabic Prose

25

26

27

28

Fluid Fables: An Experimental Synopsis of Uncritically Transmitted
Texts 679
Ulrich Marzolph

Found in Translation: Toward an Idiomatic Rendering of Ibn ‘Ata’ Allah’s
Aphorisms 705
Mohammed Rustom

Angels in the Sky, Microbes on Earth: Some Remarks on the Natural
Sciences in al-Manar 719
Rainer Brunner

The Study of the Middle East and Islam in the American Academy: An
Epilogue 748
Asma Afsaruddin

Index of Personal Names 769

Index of Titles 794
Index of Subjects 8oz

For use by the Author only | © 2024 The Author(s)



26

Found in Translation: Toward an Idiomatic
Rendering of Ibn ‘Ata’ Allah’s Aphorisms

Mohammed Rustom

This article discusses the kinds of challenges one faces when translating
the famous Hikam of Ibn ‘Ata’ Allah into English. It looks at ten examples
from this classic of pre-modern Islamic civilization, arguing that it is most
effective to employ a less literal and more idiomatic register of translation
in order to properly convey the work’s content and, equally important, its
form.

A volume entitled Teachers and Students in honor of Professor Giinther, one
of our profession’s most effective and caring pedagogues, is fitting indeed. In
celebration of my dear friend and teacher and of the student-teacher rela-
tionship as such, in this article I will look at a major medieval Sufi teaching-
text in Arabic. The focus will be upon the challenges and promises translators
encounter when attempting to translate this work into idiomatic English, hop-
ing to take its timeless insights to new pedagogical frontiers.

1 Introduction

Of all the pithy Arabic texts belonging to the Sufi tradition, few have been
as influential as that of the Hikam (Aphorisms) by the Shadhili master Ibn
‘Ata’ Allah al-Iskandari (d. 709/1309).! One indicator of its widespread influ-
ence is the large number of commentaries that have been written upon it by
such major figures as Ibn ‘Abbad al-Rundi (d. 792/1390),2 Ahmad al-Zarraq
(d. 899/1493),% Ibn Ajiba (d. 1224/1809),* ‘Abdallah Gangohi (d. 1329/1921),°

1 For his life and thought, see Cook, Ibn Ata’ Allah and Nwyia, Ibn Ata’ Allah et la naissance.

2 Al-Rundji, al-Hikam al-Ata@’iyya.

3 He has written over ten commentaries upon this work. See, for example, al-Zarraq, Sharh
al-Hikam al-Ata’iyya.

4 Ibn ‘Ajiba, Igaz al-himam.

5 This commentary is now available in English translation, alongside the Arabic text of the
Hikam and an already-existing English translation. See Ibn ‘Ata’ Allah and Gangohi, The book
of wisdoms.
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706 RUSTOM

Ramadan al-Buti (d. 1434/2013),° and Fadhlalla Haeri (b. 1355/1937), who recent-
ly published an English-language commentary upon the book alongside a new
translation.” To be sure, the Hikam’s fame is rightly deserved. In some 262 aph-
orisms of great beauty and profound spiritual insight, it enshrines all of the
essentials of the Sufi path and has something to say to both Sufi neophytes and
adepts.® At the same time, given the Hikam’s focus on the basic problems that
plague the human condition, much of the book can speak to a broad spectrum
of readers, regardless of their religious perspectives. It is therefore no surprise
to find a wide range of translations of the Hikam into modern European lan-
guages.

When it came out over fifty years ago, Paul Nwyia’s French translation and
Arabic edition of the Hikam was very well received,® as was the translation
of the Hikam into German by Professor Giinther’s compatriot and doyenne
of Sufi studies Annemarie Schimmel.!? Ever since the appearance of the first
English translation of Ibn ‘Ata’ Allah’s masterpiece in 1937, many others have
appeared. But no English translation has been as widely read and revered as
that of the great Islamicist Victor Danner. His translation was first published in
1973,12 and its revised and improved iteration was published in 1978 alongside
Wheeler Thackston’s translation of the Persian Munajat (Intimate prayers) of
‘Abdallah Ansari (d. 481/1089).13

Every student of Sufism is indebted to Danner’s translation of the Hikam and
his helpful glosses that are based on the text's commentarial tradition. This
explains why English translations of this work after 1978 have tended to rely,
in one way or another, upon Danner’s translation.!* The goal of all English-
language translators of the Hikam has therefore been uniform: to render this
major work of the Sufi tradition in a way that is both accurate and faithful to

6 Al-Buti, al-Hikam al-Ata@’lyya. This commentary has been translated into several lan-
guages, including French and Malaysian.

7 Ibn ‘Ata’ Allah, The wisdom.

8 Manuscripts of the Hikam group these aphorisms with two other short works by Ibn ‘Ata’
Allah, namely four letters to his students and over thirty prayers in the form of “intim-
ate discourses” (munajat). Therefore, these three works are also collectively known as the
‘Hikam,” although the actual Hikam are the aphorisms per se.

9 See the second part of Nwyia, Ibn Ata’ Allah et la naissance.

10  See Ibn ‘Ata’ Allah, Bedrdngnisse.

11 See Schimmel, Mystical dimensions 251, n. 37.

12 Ibn ‘Ata Allah, Safi aphorisms.

13 Ibn ‘Ata’ Allah and Ansari, The book of wisdom and intimate conversations.

14  These translations include Ibn ‘Ata Allah, The book of aphorism, The Hikam (which is
accompanied by a translation of Ibn ‘Ajiba’s commentary upon the Hikam), and The wis-
dom of Ibn Ata’ Allah al-Iskandart.
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FOUND IN TRANSLATION 707

the original. Yet, an important feature of the Arabic original is also absent from
these translations, namely the Hikam'’s unique literary merits. This is to say that
the register of Arabic employed by Ibn ‘Ata’ Allah in the Hikam is not somehow
incidental to his message in this text but is an essential part of it. Like poetry, the
Hikam speaks to the reader not only because of what it says, but also because
of how it says it.

To convey the literary dimension of any work in translation while also being
true to what the original is saying is of course a perennial challenge to translat-
ors. Two recent efforts that have been successful on this front are James Mont-
gomery and Richard Sieburth’s translation of the poetry attributed to ‘Antaral®
and William Chittick’s translation of the Persian Rawh al-arwah (The repose of
spirits) by Ahmad Sam‘ani (d. 534/1140).16 Admittedly, the nature of the lan-
guage of these works lends itself more readily to (or perhaps even demands)
an idiomatic style of translation into English. While this may not be the case
for every text, when a book’s distinctive literary qualities can be communicated
through an idiomatic translation, should an attempt not be made to do so?

Given that Ibn ‘Ata’ Allah’s Hikam is undoubtedly one such text, what follows
is a short exercise that seeks to work through the problems inherent in trans-
lating it into natural English. The case studies are of ten aphorisms in total, and
the method is rather straight-forward. For each aphorism, I first cite the Arabic
text,!” and then provide one possible literal translation and one possible less lit-
eral translation. Then, I explain how these translations simultaneously convey
and obscure the point being made in the aphorism and suggest how these prob-
lems can be overcome in a more idiomatic translation, one example of which
is then provided.

2 Case Studies
Aphorism # 1

\

Jrj\ ) Xe 2[?3\ Olak J;;J\ é; NSNS u»

15 ‘Antara ibn Shaddad, War songs.
16 Sam‘ani, The repose.
17 Ifollow the Arabic text in Ibn ‘Ajiba, Igaz al-himam.
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Ti: Literal
“Among the signs of depending upon action is the loss of hope when there are
slips.”

Ta: Less literal
“A sign of dependence upon action is the loss of hope when there is a slip.”

Tension and Resolution

Some background discussion of the point being made in this aphorism is
needed before delving into the peculiar problems one faces in translating it.
A basic principle of the Sufi path is that one should never rely upon their
own actions as efficacious, essentially speaking. If one comes to associate their
actions with the great virtue of hope in God (raj@’), it would be tantamount to
saying that he can only hope for God’s mercy, divine favours, and the like inso-
far as he “does” the right kinds of things. In the face of error and sin, such an
association will be crushed, resulting in his loss of hope in God. But the folly
is in the initial perspective: the only reason a person who sins loses hope in
God is because he sees a necessary connection between his own actions and
God’s good-pleasure. In effect, such a person has more hope in “his” own efforts
than in God’s goodness and mercy. This is a subtle form of selfish egoism that is
contrary to the Sufi emphasis upon a person’s utter nothingness and absolute
dependence upon God alone.

The sense of agency (and urgency) in the aphorism is arguably lost in T1 and
T2. While there is no clear-cut subject in the Arabic, a reader of the original
would recognize that the subject in question is himself/herself. While T1 and
T2 convey the problematic well, they do not capture the rhetorical and matter-
of-fact nature of the Arabic. Hence, the reflexivity implied by the aphorism
when carried over into English in both T1 and T2 is missing where it should
be present. By introducing the second person pronoun in the translation (see
T3), the directness of the aphorism—i.e., that it “speaks” to a particular person
and kind of reader—can be retained. This also means that the sense of some
abstract “dependence on action” is replaced by a concrete, particular person
who depends on his/her actions.

In Arabic, the singular ‘@mal and the plural zalal are in contraposition to
one another, and they rhyme. If we have “action” and “slip” as in T2, another
rhetorical dimension of the Arabic aphorism is lost in translation. The prob-
lem can perhaps be overcome by pairing the English words “action” and “sin,”
asinTs.

T3: Idiomatic
“A sign that you depend on action is that you lose hope when you sin.”

For use by the Author only | © 2024 The Author(s)



FOUND IN TRANSLATION 709
Aphorism # 21
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Ti: Literal
“Your requesting Him is suspicion of Him and your seeking Him is an absence
from you of Him. Your seeking other than Him is because of the little shame you
have of Him, and your requesting other than Him is because of the existence
of your distance from Him."

Ta: Less literal

“Your demanding Him is suspicion of Him and your seeking Him is absence
from Him. But your seeking other than Him is because of your lack of shame
before Him, and your demanding other than Him is because of your distance
from Him.”

Tension and Resolution

This particular aphorism is problematic because of its two different uses of the
single word falab. In the first and last instances it carries the sense of request-
ing and demanding something from someone, and in the second and third that
of searching for and seeking someone. T2’s rendering of talab as “demanding”
is certainly an improvement on T1’s “requesting.” This is because “demanding”
conveys a clearer sense of what Ibn ‘Ata’ Allah is saying, namely that when we
make demands of God (and he may have in mind something like “continual”
or “nagging” ones), it is due to our short-sightedness of God’s providence and
care and is ultimately symptomatic of our suspicion of Him, which is akin to
the Sufi concept of s&’ al-gann bi-llah or “having an ugly opinion of God.”

In light of the above point, the idea conveyed by T1 and T2, that talab is itself
suspicion, is therefore in need of correcting, since talab is the effect as opposed
to being synonymous with the cause of suspicion. If one accepts this line of
reasoning, then the other three instances of ¢talab will also require the qualific-
ation, “is because of” or “on account of”

If the copula in the expressions “Your demanding x is y” and “Your seeking x
is y” carries the sense of a cause, then for simple stylistic reasons in English we
cannot retain the “your” in these instances. It would be awkward to say, “Your
demanding Him is because of suspicion of Him,” or, “Your making demands of
Him is because of suspicion of Him.”

For use by the Author only | © 2024 The Author(s)



710 RUSTOM

What makes for better and more correct form and style, and which is equally
if not better at conveying the sense of the Arabic “any time that you ...,” would
be the English “whenever” or simply “when.”

T3: Idiomatic

“When you make demands of Him it is because of your suspicion of Him, and
when you seek Him it is because you are absent from Him. But when you seek
other than Him it is because of your lack of shame before Him, and when you
make demands of other than Him it is because of your distance from Him.”

Aphorism # 61

W

/////

Ti: Literal
“Nothing leads you like illusion.”

Ta: Less literal
“Nothing leads you on like illusion.”

Tension and Resolution

The problem of illusion (wahm), which in Sufi texts is a negative human quality
of the soul as opposed to simply being an estimative epistemological faculty, is
accurately conveyed by both T1 and T2. Yet T2 is an improvement on T1 because
of the added “on,” which then gives a clearer sense of why illusion is detrimental
to a person’s soul. That is to say that it is not so much that illusion is a poor
leader or guide for a person as much as it is that illusion deludes him, and hence
“leads” him in the wrong direction.

If a person is being misled by illusion, he is presumably taking steps in
accordance with his skewed vision of reality. Hence, he is not only being led
on by it but is being tricked and deceived by it, which is tantamount to saying
that he is fooling himself since his illusion is rooted in his ego and selfish insist-
ence on the (false) nature of the way things really are. In idiomatic English we
would say that such a person is not being “led on” or “cheated” by his illusion,
but is being “taken for a ride” by it, as in T3. The verb gada also carries with it
the sense of riding and being ridden upon, which would accord well with Ts.

T3: Idiomatic
“Nothing takes you for a ride like illusion.”

For use by the Author only | © 2024 The Author(s)
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Aphorism # 62
1y
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Ti: Literal

“You are free of that toward which you despair and a slave of that toward which
you covet.”

Ta: Less literal
“You are free from what you have despair over and a slave of what you covet.”

Tension and Resolution

The active sense of “despair” in both T1 and Tz is a very literal translation of
ayis. Of course, the aphorism has nothing to do with despair, which is a negat-
ive quality. The idea here, which is very positive, has more to do with a person’s
“letting go of” and “relinquishing” her psychological attachment to the world,
her sense of self, people, things, etc. It is this sense of ya’s that is employed in
the famous Prophetic statement, wa-ajmi‘ al-ya’s ‘an ma fi aydi al-nas,'® which
means something like, “Do not expect anything from people” and not, “Resolve
to have despair over what people have.”

Translating the min ma as “from what” only works in T2 because of the way
ayis has been (incorrectly) rendered. As with the case of aphorism # 21 above, it
would be best to introduce a “when” or “whenever” into the translation in place
of min ma and li-ma. But, to read better in English, this also requires translating
the active participles ayis and tami‘ as verbs.

T3: Idiomatic
“You are free when you let go, but a slave when you crave.”

Aphorism # 126

Al
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18 Ibn Maja, Sunan, Zuhd 15, no. 4310.
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Ti: Literal

“He has forbidden you to lay claim to that which you do not have of what
creatures have. So, will He allow you to lay claim to His description when He is
the Lord of the worlds?”

Ta: Less literal

“He has forbidden you to claim qualities that you do not have but which
creatures have. So, will He allow you to claim His quality, while He is the Lord
of the worlds?”

Tension and Resolution

This aphorism is particularly challenging to translate because it probably reads
best in English when featured as a rhetorical statement in the form of, “If not x,
then why ever y?” On the face of it, this does a certain violence to the original
Arabic, since that is not the way the question—albeit rhetorical—is framed.
But, as T1 and T2 show, the introductory words “So will He ...” in the second
clause present something of a discontinuity with the first clause that does not
seem felicitous to the ear in English. At any rate, the “So will He ...” is tan-
tamount to the idiomatic, “Do you think that He would?” On that score alone,
introducing the hypothetical “if” would seem justified if not necessary, which is
to say nothing of the effective force of a rhetorical question wherein the reader
is asked to think about the point at hand.

T1and T2 seem to suggest that the sense of the aphorism’s first line is that one
has been forbidden by God to claim something that people “have.” The sense of
the Arabic, however, is clearly that a person is not allowed to claim for himself
those qualities that people (including himself) can have, but which he does not
have. This points up the absurdity of the person’s attempt to claim for himself
a quality that God (which excludes people and himself) does have, and which
he can never have.

T3: Idiomatic

“If you are forbidden to claim a quality you do not have but that people can
have, do you think you will be allowed to claim a quality that only belongs to
the Lord of the worlds?”

Aphorism # 128
\YA
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Ti: Literal
“The matter is not the existence of seeking. The matter is only that you be sus-
tained with proper conduct.”

T2: Less literal
“Seeking is not the matter. Rather, it is that you be sustained with good con-
duct”

Tension and Resolution

The translation of wuwjud in T1 is not necessary or called for, and the term
assumes no technical significance in the passage. It is thus excised in T2, and
the same point is made there, if not more felicitously. As for “the matter” to
translate ma sha’n, although correct and even somewhat idiomatic in Eng-
lish, taking this or a related option does cancel out another possible idiomatic
expression that accords much better with English usage and which is also true
to the Arabic aphorism: “it is not so much about x as it is about y ...” (see
T3).

Now, what does it mean to be “sustained” with correct conduct (adab)? What
is lost in even a literal translation of the verb is that one’s rizg or sustenance is
a blessing given to her by God, and to have the spiritual sustenance of proper
adab is one of the highest of divine gifts. As the famous Sufi adage has it, “All of
Sufism is adab.” Apart from the T1 and T2, I am at a loss at how this point can
be communicated without a lengthy and involved footnote to the translation.
And, as one thinks through what is at stake here, one wonders if the mention
of a person’s being “sustained” is at all necessary or essential in conveying the
point of this aphorism.

It would certainly go against Ibn ‘Ata’ Allah’s intention not to mention the
bestowed nature of the gift of adab, which as he notes occupies a higher place
than that of seeking (talab)—the reasons for this are obvious, since seeking itself
is a form of divine gift and is predicated on the right kind of outward and inward
comportment, which is precisely what adab is. As a resolution, T3 suggests con-
veying the notion of the “gifting” of beautiful conduct (note that fusn conveys
the sense of “beauty,” not “goodness”) while avoiding the language of “susten-
ance,” which may be foreign to English ears.

T3: Idiomatic

“It is not so much about seeking as it is about being gifted with beautiful con-
duct.”

For use by the Author only | © 2024 The Author(s)
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Aphorism # 129
Y4
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Ti: Literal

“Nothing makes a request for you like need, and nothing is quicker in bringing
you divinely bestowed gifts like lowliness and poverty.”

T2: Less literal
“Nothing makes a request for you like utter need, and nothing more quickly
brings divinely bestowed gifts to you like lowliness and poverty.”

Tension and Resolution

T1and T2 are close to one another and are accurate. This aphorism presents us
with an exquisite rhyme in Arabic that can be retained naturally in translation,
but not a translation that hews too closely to the Arabic text. One has to be cre-
ative if the punch and rhyme of the original is to be retained, but finding the
right words or cluster of words to convey idtirar and iftigar in English is rather
challenging. And this challenge is even greater by virtue of the fact that these
two words in Sufi technical parlance come close to one another in sense and
usage. A cue on how to approach things in an idiomatically-oriented English
translation can be taken from the aphorism’s emphasis on falab or requesting.
And idtirar pairs well with talab, since when a person is mudtarr he is like a
beggar, pleading, requesting, and knocking at the door, hoping to be let in.

T3: Idiomatic
“Nothing asks for you like need knocking at the door, and nothing brings you
divine gifts faster than being lowly and poor”

Aphorism # 144
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Ti: Literal
“The most ignorant of people is one who leaves the certainty that is with him
for the conjecture that is with people.”

Ta: Less literal
“The most ignorant person is one who leaves his certainty for the conjecture of
other people.”

Tension and Resolution

T2 conveys quite well what is happening in the aphorism, but it does pose
one difficulty that is not easily overcome if one insists on translating taraka
as “to leave” or “to relinquish.” We can say in English that someone “leaves
x for y” but since the subject of this aphorism is a fool and an ignoramus
and indeed the worst of them, would it not be more vivid an image in Eng-
lish to speak of such a person as not only “leaving” his certainty for the con-
jecture of others, but as effectively replacing their conjecture with his cer-
tainty?

T3: Idiomatic
“The most ignorant person is one who replaces his certainty with someone
else’s conjecture.”

Aphorism # 209

Y4
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T1: Literal
“Whatever of your life that has passed cannot be compensated for, and what is
left of it for you does not have a price.”

Ta: Less literal
“Whatever of your life that has passed cannot be returned, and what is left of it
for you is priceless.”

Tension and Resolution

The sense of la iwada lahu here is that what has passed of one’s life cannot be
returned (T2) and/or that it will never come back (T3). But the second clause,
when idiomatically translated as consequent to the proposition laid out in the
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first clause (as in T3), presents us with an entirely different mood, namely an
urgent one. Admittedly, this mood may or may not be the intended sense of the
Arabic.

T3: Idiomatic
“Whatever of your life that has passed will never come back, so what remains
is priceless.”

Aphorism # 211
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Tu: Literal

“Your act of obedience does not benefit Him, and your act of disobedience does
not harm Him. He commanded one for you and forbade the other from you only
because of what returns to you.”

Ta: Less literal

“Your act of obedience does not benefit Him, nor does your act of disobedience
harm Him. He commanded you to do one and forbade you from the other only
on account of what will come back to you.”

Tension and Resolution

Although there has historically been much debate over precisely the issue sur-
rounding “why” God commands people to do certain actions and to avoid oth-
ers, this aphorism presents us with a rather common understanding of the
raison détre of the commandments of the shari‘a: beautiful actions benefit the
doer and ugly ones harm him. With this in mind, translating the phrase lima
yaadu ilayka literally as in T1 and even less literally as in T2, do a gross injustice
to this perspective. For it is not so much a question of an abstract “what returns”
or “what will come back to a person” as much as it is a question of the concrete
effects of these actions that go back to that person. And they do not simply “go
back” to him. Rather, they rebound upon him in accordance with the ineluct-
able spiritual law of cause and effect.
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T3: Idiomatic
“Your obedient acts do not benefit Him, nor do your disobedient acts harm
Him. He only commands you to do one and forbids you from the other because
of the effects that will rebound upon you.”

3 Conclusion

It is my hope that the above exercise has been able to convey a sense of the
problems that one perforce encounters in any attempt to produce an idio-
matic translation of Ibn ‘Ata’ Allah’s Hikam. The challenge of course is to let
this work’s message come across in English with respect to both content and, to
the extent possible, form.Ibelieve this can be done, and the methods suggested
in this essay represent but one possibility among other creative ways of doing
so. Apart from making a Sufi classic available in a new English medium, this
endeavor also poses advantages for readers outside of the field of Arabic and
Islamic studies. A more idiomatic English version of the Hikam may one day
break out onto the scene of what Professor Giinther’s other compatriot Goethe
first referred to as Weltliteratur.!® After all, the Hikam’s message is timeless and
universal and therefore belongs to the common heritage of humanity. For us
readers today, Ibn ‘Ata’ Allah’s aphorisms can even cause us to ponder over and
address many of our own modern concerns. Chief among these would probably
be the need to rise above the clamor of our technologized societies in favor of
cultivating stillness of mind and self-knowledge.
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